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ABSTRACT
Madwoman on the Screen: Streaming Forms of Feminine Power
Kassandra I. Schreiber
Department of Comparative Arts and Letters
Master of Arts
This thesis explores how the formal aspects of streaming platforms create a female
inheritance that helps foster multiple representations of femininity and womanhood which
empowers women. Building off Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s Madwoman in the Attic, the
paper argues that because streaming platforms produce original content, are a space for
multiplicity and interconnection, and act as a type of archive, they can build a female inheritance.
The combination of these attributes offers a widespread emergence of multiple stories that
valorize women and what is socially coded as feminine, creating a creative network that
improves the representation of women as well as their opportunity to work in the visual media
industry. Three case studies are explored in connection to these ideas including Amazon Prime’s
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, and the Netflix original series, Followers, and The OA.

Keywords: streaming, women, television, feminism, representations of women, women in
television, Netflix, Amazon Prime, Madwoman in the Attic, female inheritance, creative network
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Introduction
Historical Overview of Women in Visual Media
In the 7th issue of the 19th volume of Feminist Media Studies, an issue entitled
Independent Women: From Film to Television, Michele Schreiber and Clair Perkins introduce
the journal by identifying “the discourse, which, in its broadest remit, is constructing a
perception of the current cultural moment as a golden age of television for women.” They note
that there is an increase in female-identifying individuals creating shows that frequently feature
feminist leads and feminist ideologies, and Schreiber and Perkins are crediting streaming
services as a major means of ushering in this era.
This isn’t the first golden era for women, but it is certainly the most recent. In early
cinema, prior to 1917, women were deeply involved in all aspects of filming. Figures like Alice
Guy-Blaché and Lois Weber were prominent filmmakers who made a name for themselves
behind the scenes as writers, producers, and directors of numerous projects. Early film was an
exciting area of opportunity for many identities to come and take part in all aspects of
production, but the door of possibility significantly closed when sound, studios, and investments
from partners outside the industry became a part of the process. The ability to capture sound with
film accelerated the rapid establishment and development of studio systems, which also meant
filmmakers needed a lot of money. These new studios’ investment partners, who came from
male-dominated sectors such as banking and finance, didn’t want to work with women so they
were quickly pushed out of filmmaking.
In the decades that followed, women in film faced career limitations and historical
erasure that have decreased their representation both in front of and behind the camera. Focusing
on the American media industry, This Changes Everything (2018) is a documentary that gives an
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overview of the fences women have been corralled by and run up against in the history of
American cinema. The movie’s title illustrates how those words have been tossed around when
one positive change in the visual media industry has the potential to alter things for the better,
but the momentum of that particular power shift frequently falls flat. One such potential change
the documentary looks at was the 1983 Directors Guild lawsuit against the Hollywood studios
that pointed out the unfair, unequal job opportunities for female directors compared to their male
counterparts. Although the legal action seemed promising the lawsuit was thrown out by the
judge, and voluntary calls to change the industry from within didn’t enact any deviation from
longstanding exclusionary patterns and practices. Even when there are awards won and
sensational audience response to a woman led project, that alone does not anchor change or
propel it forward. A specific example the film cites is Kimberly Peirce, director and co-writer of
Boys Don’t Cry (1999), which won Hilary Swank an Academy Award, after which it took Peirce
nine years to get another directing job in Hollywood.
When television was invented it provided more opportunity and visibility for women
when compared to film, although it was still far from equitable representation. Television
episodes cost less to produce than a movie so taking a chance or a new or less experienced
individual comes with less financial risk. Television as a medium gave a stage to figures such as
Lucille Ball, Betty White, Hazel Scott, Gertrude Berg, and Irna Phillips who all greatly impacted
the televisual landscape (Armstrong). Despite these prominent women in the field, television was
still dominated by men behind the camera. In This Changes Everything (2018), CSI actress Marg
Helgenberger mentions how in over 200 episodes of CSI that she acted in, she could count the
amount of female directors on one hand (22:36). Similar accounts of working predominantly or
only with men behind the camera abound in the film, but they also tells stories how on screen
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representation impacts women in the real world. One such example is known as the “CSI effect”
which is where the amount of women pursuing forensic science dramatically increased while
CSI aired (Potter). This phenomenon illustrates how seeing alternate fictions opens up the vision
for a new and different reality, which also accentuates the importance of not only seeing women
on screen, but seeing multiple versions of womanhood. There are other notable efforts in
television to expand opportunities for women, such as Oprah Winfrey and Ava Duvernay’s
Queen Sugar series that only uses women directors, but there are still shows and networks that
are not as quick to open the door to women creators.
Television is better at involving women in front of and behind the camera than
mainstream filmmaking, yet streaming appears to be the real land of opportunity. In Claudia
Bucciferro’s article Women and Netflix: disrupting traditional boundaries between television and
film, she writes about how Netflix—and the subsequent streaming services that followed in its
footsteps—is opening up opportunities and shaking up tropes and traditions of representation on
several fronts. She writes:
Questions regarding who gets to create mass media products and who consumes them,
where they are produced and where they are available are still answered in connection to
capitalist dynamics, but old power structures seem to be shifting. Given the opportunity,
women and people from minoritized groups are embracing the chance to develop their own
creations. This, in turn, is impacting the nature of the shows available on Netflix. Many
series and films feature bold and independent women, and some are made by women, for
women, offering narratives that shake old stereotypes.
Bucciferro’s comments highlight how there is a major power shift occurring in who is able to
make content and what kind of stories they tell because of streaming services. Along with
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expanding opportunities as to who gets to make films and series, she brings up the meaningful
point that not only does Netflix—and similar services—provide space for women to tell new
stories, it also becomes a place where women viewers get to watch and connect with original
narratives that expand their notion of what is possible.
But why have streaming services spurred this change? I argue that the structure of
streaming platforms acts like a laboratory where the conditions make it easier for species—TV
series—to mutate their representation of womanhood from previous iterations, therefore
allowing for a greater variety to exist and flourish. In order to alter the television landscape and
its representations of women, we cannot look for one single role or series to change everything,
but rather we need to see a widespread emergence of multiple stories that valorize women and
what is socially coded as feminine, in order to create a new system where women can harness
and utilize their own power. More difference creates a new, and frankly, more abundant
environment. The particular traits of streaming services hold the potential to allow the unique
strengths and qualities of marginalized identities to shine through as compared to linear TV,
which is when television shows with scheduled airtimes play in a steady stream decided by the
network, leaving the viewer only the choice to tune in or not. Where people used to have to wait
for random chance to generate meaningful change in a challenging environment, they now have
an abundance of examples to look towards.
By Design: How Streaming Platforms Foster Change
The small-screen and particularly its internet-driven iteration, streaming, allows relatively
on-demand access to swath of female-centric shows. Dr. Martha Lauzen points out in her 2017
article “What we know for sure about women in television” that for the last two decades there
has been an increase in women in front of and behind the camera, to an extent that outpaces
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women in film (Lauzen 1). In her most recent study “Boxed In: Women On Screen and Behind
the Scenes on Broadcast and Streaming Television in 2021-2022,” Dr. Lauzen writes that
“streamers are starting to outdistance broadcasters by employing substantially greater
percentages of women behind the scenes” (1). This is easily evidenced in recent streaming shows
and their creators. To list a few examples: in 2017 Shonda Rhimes left ABC to work with Netflix
(Ryan) to create Inventing Anna and Bridgerton; Phoebe Waller-Bridge took her stage play and
made the Emmy-winning two-season show Fleabag on Amazon Prime; Mindy Kaling has
several projects across various streaming platforms, including The Mindy Project, which started
on broadcast television but continued on Hulu, Never Have I Ever on Netflix, and The Sex Lives
of College Girls on HBO Max; Grace and Frankie with Lily Tomlin and Jane Fonda, which
centers two post-menopausal leads post-divorce; and Ava Duvernay’s Award-winning miniseries
When They See Us. All these shows and creators have introduced characters, narratives, and
points-of-view that have previously not been included in mainstream media.
But with the ever growing pool of research done through organizations like The Geena
Davis Institute, Annenberg Inclusion Initiative, and the Center for the Study of Women in
Television & Film, social movements in the last decade such as the #MeToo movement and
Times Up Hollywood, plus a snowballing group of individuals from journalists, to actors, to
show runners speaking up, have together collectively increased awareness about the injustices
women in visual media face, building momentum that ideally translates into more content
created by, about, and for women. And though some of these issues have begun to be addressed
more seriously by individuals or a handful of corporations it begs the question: What qualities
would this space need to possess in order to bolster the work of women rather than erase it,
suppress it, or forget about it?
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Streaming services appear to have the answer because their formal characteristics
facilitate possibility and connection between different versions of womanhood and femininity. In
her 2015 book Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network, Caroline Levine writes that, “[the]
analysis of forms—constraining in different ways, bringing their affordances with them as they
cross contexts, and colliding to sometimes unpredictable effect—points to a new understanding
of how power works.” In other words, if we examine the specific traits of something we can see
how power is cultivated and moved around because of its unique qualities, which Levine refers
to as “affordances.” Levin borrowed the concept of affordances from design theory, as she
explains:
Affordance is a term used to describe the potential uses or actions latent in
materials and designs. Glass affords transparency and brittleness. Steel affords
strength, smoothness, hardness, and durability. Cotton affords fluffiness, but also
breathable cloth when it is spun into yarn and thread. Specific designs, which
organize these materials, then lay claim to their own range of affordances. (Levine
6)
With this understanding of affordance, we can look at the various aspects of streaming
platforms—their affordances—and analyze how they alter the flow of power, whether it be
social, personal, or political. Looking at the formal characteristics of this form of distribution
will reveal why it has become a space that facilitates and accelerates more opportunities for
difference.
Streaming services have the potential for creating more equity in the filmmaking industry
because of three major structural characteristics. The first major aspect is that they demand a lot
of original content creation which provides female creators opportunity to tell new and
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interesting stories. The second major characteristic is that streaming services contain a
multiplicity of narratives that coexist and have the potential of interconnecting. They are a type
of network. The third quality is that they are digitally accessible archives. All of these attributes
collectively help women envision life outside of or in dialogue with patriarchal power and
expectations, by building up what I describe as a “female inheritance.” Calling back to the work
of Caroline Levine, these “affordances” build an endowment that helps female-identifying
creators and viewers reclaim their own power to carve out a life different than what the dominant
society might prescribe for them.
The dominant culture will always be a strong force in shaping people’s lives, sometimes
to their detriment, unless they have access to knowledge—both in reality and in fiction—to
different forms of being. This is why creating an environment outside of the natural ecosystem,
like a laboratory, can accelerate the creation and growth of new forms that can be then
introduced into the world and reshape it. In other words, in order to empower women in the
media we cannot rely on the same forms of linear TV or popular box office releases to provide
the answer. We need an environment where mutation, multiplicity, and memory can all occur
and be retained, otherwise minority voices are not noticed and heard.
Theoretical Background
Women creators have not always felt or been at liberty to tell the stories they want and to
behave in ways that defy the expectations of patriarchal culture and even when they do, their
creations have frequently been forgotten, lost, or even actively pushed aside. As a result, when
women’s work across history is erased it shrinks the realm of possibility for present and future
generations. To illustrate this point further, it is helpful to understand the work of Sandra M.
Gilbert and Susan Gubar, who published their landmark book of feminist literary criticism, The
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Madwoman in the Attic, in 1979. In their own words, they “trace the difficult paths by which
nineteenth-century women overcame their 'anxiety of authorship', repudiated debilitating
patriarchal prescriptions, and recovered or remembered the lost foremothers who could help
them find their distinctive female power” (Gilbert and Gubar 59). In short, their work covers
how women, particularly female authors, were limited in the Victorian era and how they
discovered ways of breaking past those barriers. Gilbert and Gubar’s theoretical illustrates why
having an environment where connection, creation, and recollection of previous work are all
valuable facets for women in any creative field trying to reclaim power for themselves.
The “anxiety of authorship” that they refer to was a phrase first established by another
literary critic and theorist, Harold Bloom. He argued that many British male authors and poets in
the 19th century faced intense anxiety around their craft because of the prestigious work created
by their literary forefathers. Gilbert and Gubar took issue with Bloom’s statements because he
did not account for the experiences of female authors at the time (1928). They redefine the
phrase to apply for women as a type of anxiety that results from the difficulty of claiming one’s
voice and imagining or saying something that might be at odds with the overpowering patriarchal
structure of their time.
As a result of this anxiety Gilbert and Gubar acknowledge, in their literary analysis of
western 19th century female writers, that many of these women explore themes of concealment
and evasion. The female writers, such as the Brontë sisters, use these conventions to illustrate
how they are trapped and suffer under the intense societal expectations placed on them (Gilbert
and Gubar; Mitchell). They acknowledge that women during that time frame did not realistically
have the means of thinking outside of strictures patriarchy placed on them. They could not see
past their current environment. For women to push back against the social system via innovative
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narratives was to some extent unthinkable, because they had grown too familiar with the cages
they were forced into—even in fictional novels, where in theory there are no limitations.
European female writers of the 1800s were familiar with the way women had been
characterized by male authors as a type of angel, witch, or sexual object for hundreds of years
before them. Additionally, in many stories the narrative arc of strong, independent women ended
in death or insanity, perpetuating a false belief that a powerful woman who does not conform to
cultural expectations cannot thrive, let alone survive within societies that privileged the male
experience (Clement and McClary; Beauvoir). In order to begin to break out of these reductive
plots and archetypes Gilbert and Gubar suggested that a stronger female network be established.
If women became familiar with creators who came before them or even alongside of them they
could create a “female inheritance.” They define “female inheritance” as a type of network that
would provide future female authors a place to turn to for strength rather than anxiety, so that
they could break out of the patriarchal mold set by others for them.
I see streaming services as a site of “female inheritance” because of the their specific
attributes—original content, multiplicity and interconnection, and archiving. Through their
research and instruction, Gilbert and Gubar realized that the academic tradition had excluded
female writers, and were able to resurrect the works of forgotten female authors, and
dramatically alter the academic literary canon. Even though their theories are connected to
literature, streaming services like Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime are doing work similar to
Gilbert and Gubar by creating a female inheritance for television and film. These platforms,
through their formal attributes, have provided a space for women that is separate from the
traditional film and television landscape to tell their stories as well as connect with other femalecreated or female-driven narratives that facilitate the expansion of gendered representation in
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media. These female-centric series allow us to see that if one form of difference thrives, it opens
up opportunity for other variations to establish themselves.
Although Gilbert and Gubar’s work is based in the literary medium, it translates well to
televisual studies because television, in its many iterations, relies heavily on narrative. On top of
that, TV networks both nationally created and those built by private corporations, have generally
had control over what is actually aired, so if a series with a narrative is pitched to them that does
not align with their agenda, they will not pick it up. Similarly, if shows veer their narrative into
territory outside of the bounds that the larger organizations want explored, it could lead to the
eliminating or replacing key individuals either in front of or behind the camera, or, at the most
extreme, canceling the show.
Introduction to Case Studies
Streaming has allowed feminism to thrive because it shows how multiple depictions of
womanhood can not only coexist but interdependently, symbiotically benefit one another.
Connection, like bees cross-pollinating, helps facilitate growth. The affordances of streaming
services empower women because they not only create space for new variations to occur, but
also for the variations to interact with each other. To make room for new voices, it can be helpful
to remember previous ones to build off of the paths they paved. Both new and old, stories have
impact on the real lives of women who make and watch serialized shows on streaming
platforms.
Feminism is sometimes split between real world impact and a cerebral approach (Cahill)
but streaming can bridge the gap and facilitate change long enough for women to gain and
maintain parity within the visual media industry. The Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media
focuses on revealing unconscious bias through large studies of film, television, and advertising
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and their slogan is “If she can see it, she can be it” (seejane.org). Representation matters because
it helps people identify not only with aspects of themselves but also identify with possibilities
they may not have fathomed otherwise. Since streaming platforms have been producing original
content for several years now, they have provided a wide expanse and variety of shows so that
women can see more and therefore be more both in front of and behind the camera.
Ultimately the unique combination of streaming services’ particular attributes hold the
potential to be the most important form of distribution for female created content. Streaming
platforms provide a space for original voices to emerge and a multiplicity of narratives to coexist
and interact, while its archival nature retains these stories to create a female inheritance that can
be drawn from to empower women to be and tell stories that don’t fall into the prescriptions of a
patriarchal social order. This growing female inheritance is not ashamed of aligning with what is
socially coded as feminine nor is it limiting womanhood to a singular experience.
In order to examine the ways streaming services facilitate various expressions of
feminine power and create a type of female inheritance, I will be analyzing three different series
on streaming platforms by examining the content of the shows as well as some of the factors
behind their production. In his book An Introduction to Television Studies, Toby Miller sees the
future of television studies as something that rather than solely focusing on one facet of
television production or reception, instead takes an analytical approach from multiple angles that
can be braided together for a deeper look at this ever evolving medium (Miller). I will be taking
such a braided approach for this argument, by looking at specific scenes, narrative aspects, and
the shows’ creators. Behind every fictitious tale I’ve chosen to analyze there is a real life woman
making the most of streaming platforms to tell a unique story.
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As for the content, each of the three series features women who are initially restricted
from pursuing or achieving their goals—frequently by a man or societal traditions that limit
women—but then over the course of the show the protagonists claim their individual power by
continuously pursuing their goals and refusing to relinquish the aspects of their identity that are
considered feminine. Instead, they utilize those aspects of themselves to achieve a greater form
of self-expression. Additionally, each show that I’ve chosen highlights the various unique
strengths of streaming services that are illustrating how women generate their own power from
within while also creating an environment that sprouts numerous forms of representation that
though varied, do not shy away from feminine expression.
I will be analyzing Amazon Prime’s original Emmy-winning multi-season comedy drama
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, created by Amy Sherman-Palladino, and two Netflix original
productions: the Japanese series Followers, created by Mika Ninagawa, and the sci-fi
production The OA, created by Brit Marling and Zal Batmanglij. I will provide an overview how
each of the three shows focuses on the representation of femininity and women, the ways the
characters run into patriarchal barriers on the path of their individuation, and how the show both
in terms of narrative and aesthetics redistributes power back to the female characters.
Additionally I will describe how each series reveals the advantages of streaming services,
reiterating how the unique characteristics of its form allow for the formation of a female
inheritance that can assist in creating a vibrant collection of voices. These different portrayals of
womanhood and femininity expand the representation of women, revealing how streaming
services foster diversity and interconnection, showing that the answer to female empowerment is
not singular.
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The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel — Original Voice
The five season show—although only four seasons have aired at the time of this thesis—
first aired in 2017. In the years that followed, the 34 episodes that have aired up to this day, have
garnered the show twenty primetime Emmys (IMDB). The series is created by Amy ShermanPalladino, who also wrote the popular, often talked about show Gilmore Girls. ShermanPalladino left Gilmore Girls in the final season of production because the network would not
give her the support she needed to have the stamina to finish the last stretch (Martin). She
followed that major broadcast success with a few shows that didn’t last more than a season,
sometimes even a few episodes, until Amazon Prime reached out to her for a story pitch and The
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel was born. The series has had five different directors and eight people
credited as writers or story editors, but Amy Sherman-Palladino holds at least half of the credits
in each category.
The show The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel follows the rise of Miriam “Midge” Maisel’s
career in stand up comedy in the late 1950’s and on through the 1960’s. She is a fictional
character placed in the real world action of the mid 20th century who stumbles into stand-up
after her husband leaves her for his secretary. Over the course of several seasons she secretly and
then publicly develops her comedic craft with the help of her rough-around-the-edges manager,
Susie. Midge’s comedy helps her self-actualize, combatting patriarchal prescriptions while also
drawing attention to societal flaws that affect women, ultimately garnering power for herself and
other women.
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel takes place in a patriarchal world. In the simplest of terms
patriarchy is a societal structure that disproportionately benefits men and masculinity, a
hierarchy that puts women in a secondary position, frequently delegating them to care-giving
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and/or pleasure-giving roles that are in service of men both directly and indirectly. (Freidan;
Rich; Wittig). In her book Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny, Kate Manne establishes that
patriarchy tends to maintain its form by placing certain moral characteristics, such as nurturing,
on women in order to keep them—and others who perform similar qualities—in subordinate
position within the system. For example, wives and mothers taking care of children and other
domestic duties allow husbands and fathers to live more freely, as an agent that is allowed and
even encouraged to think and act for himself or the groups he oversees. Women, on the other
hand are not only encouraged to embody the submissive caregiving role, but are also frequently
punished for stepping outside of the cultural declinations of that role. When a woman stops
complying with these morally associated roles it threatens the systems and she is frequently met
with misogyny, as Manne explains: “At the most general level of description, misogyny should
be understood as the “law enforcement” branch of a patriarchal order, which has the overall
function of policing and enforcing its governing ideology.” (63). The series reveals how
entrenched the patriarchy is in Midge’s world and how navigating her way out of and beyond it
is a difficult process.
Throughout the show, as Midge begins to assert herself and invest more in her comedy
career she is faced with criticism from other comedians, audience members, and even her own
family, all of whom are trying to police her back into the passive, voiceless role she used to
occupy. As Midge develops into a comic she steps out of her submissive, private life into the
public sphere and grants herself the authority to use her voice for anything from makeup advice
to lewd jokes. She speaks boldly about social issues, particularly those concerning women, using
language that is not deemed appropriate for women of that era. Many of her choices grate against
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the established cultural framework and as a result she is confronted by multiple people who want
to re-establish life as they know it so they try to get Midge to quit being a comic.
Midge’s decision to pursue comedy challenges the social order, while trying to make
space for women to be heard. Nancy Walker writes about the tradition of female humorists in
America in her book: A Very Serious Thing: Women's Humor and American Culture. She
highlights how a humorist is in a precarious social position because they point out the flaws and
gaps in the social structure that many people work to sustain or uphold. Walker then illustrates
how engaging with comedy can be especially dangerous for women when she writes,
The humorist is at odds with the publicly espoused values of the culture, overturning its
sacred cows, pointing out the nakedness of not only the Emperor, but also the politician,
the pious, and the pompous. For women to adopt this role means that they must break out
of the passive, subordinate position mandated for them by centuries of patriarchal tradition
and take on the power accruing to those who reveal the shams, hypocrisies, and
incongruities of the dominant culture. To be a woman and a humorist is to confront and
subvert the very power that keeps women powerless, and at the same time to risk alienating
those upon whole women are dependent for economic survival. (9)
Midge risks it all to be a comedian, but while she has so much to lose in the societal structure,
she also has so much more to gain. By breaking out of the systems prescriptive roles, she can
create a version of herself and her life that wouldn’t have been possible otherwise but is
ultimately more fulfilling than being the ideal housewife. Plus, by seeing Midge on stage she
invites more women into the comedic realm, another space where the men tend to outweigh the
women participants. Stand-up comedy in America has long been a male dominated sphere,
though notable woman managed to make names for themselves throughout the decades. In her
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book Queens of Comedy: Lucille Ball, Phyllis Diller, Carol Burnett, Joan Rivers and the New
Generation of Funny Women, Susan Horowitz, addresses the challenges female comics faced as
they tried to carve out a space for themselves in a restrictive and at times, unfriendly
environment. They were criticized for their sexuality, both for having too much or too little, their
sense of humor, and their physical appearance.
Comedy is not the only place women have been criticized and pressured to look and
behave a certain way. There is ample evidence of similar issues arising in mainstream media.
Laura Mulvey’s seminal work, originally published in 1975, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema” outlines how popular narrative film often presents women. She writes that the camera is
frequently associated with the gaze of the lead male character, which then invites the audience to
see what he is seeing. When a woman comes on screen, she is usually highly decorated and then
viewed in segments, turning her into an ornament that is meant to be looked at in order to derive
pleasure from rather than being associated with the camera or the viewers as an active participant
in the narrative. Mulvey says in order to combat this tradition more female filmmakers should be
making movies and that the comfort the fourth wall establishes for the viewer should be broken
in order to disrupt the objectification process.
Though The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel does not shy away from visual pleasure with its
impeccable wardrobe, gorgeous long takes, and luxurious lighting and set design, ultimately it
does not fall into the typical trap the Mulvey identified in mainstream media because Midge’s
costuming, the camera work, and her comedy routines reveal not only the limiting patriarchal
structure of 1960s—and that is still entrenched in society today—but also to redistribute who has
power to live how they want and to enact change. In this series, it is the combination of both
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Midge’s visual presence as well as her unique voice that draws attention to her and allows her to
be a force for change.
Midge chooses a career in the socially transgressive field of comedy, while maintaining
her stylish, feminine attire showing that female representation doesn’t have to abandon
femininity to make an impact. Linda Mizejewski’s book Pretty/Funny: Women Comedians and
Body Politics discusses how female comics are positioned within an ongoing dialogue about
women being pretty and women being funny. In her own words:
The major premise of Pretty/Funny is that in the historic binary of “pretty” versus “funny”.
Women comics, no matter what they look like, have been located in opposition to “pretty,”
enabling them to engage in a transgressive comedy grounded in the female body—its
looks, its race and sexuality, and its relationships to ideal versions of femininity” (5).
Mizejewski is pointing out that regardless of what a woman looks like, once she becomes a
comic, she becomes a transgressive figure who calls attention to the societal pressures on the
female body. That being said, why does the series not shy away from portraying Midge as
unabashedly pretty? My hypothesis is that her wardrobe becomes a symbol for, at first her
personal subordinate place in society, but then transforms into a means for gaining an awareness
of her position in the system. Once she has this new level of understanding she continues to dress
fashionably, not shying away from her femininity along her journey of increased self-expression.
She shows that her body and her clothes serve as a means for self-ownership and therefore selfempowerment, because she is no longer seeking approval from the patriarchal system, but rather
generating it from herself.
Midge has a hyper feminine wardrobe that initially casts her as someone adhering to the
patriarchal roles and rules. She is dressed in the epitome of high-end 1950s and 60s fashion
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throughout the show, her hair and makeup are equally polished. At first it is laughable for the
audience to see what lengths Midge goes to in order to maintain her picture-perfect appearance.
In the first episode Midge is shown doing a nighttime beauty regime that she does while her
husband is asleep. She takes elaborate steps to keep up her appearance, in large part for her
husband (15:47-18:06). On top of that, she tells her friend how she has kept a book of
measurements of every part of her body “every day for ten years” (21:14), never skipping a day.
Both the nightly routine and the cataloging of her body illustrate how Midge makes sure she
“measures up” to the standards she and the patriarchal society she lives in, deem fit.
Midge’s dedication to presentation is in many ways an extension of her perfectly
fulfilling feminine expectations and her gendered role in society. However, by the end of the first
episode the audience learns through her physical appearance that she will not be staying picture
perfect, nor will she be feeding into the patriarchal order of society any longer. The final scenes
of the first episode has Midge drunken and disheveled (40:26). She is in her nightgown, walks in
the rain, and takes the dirty subway (40:51) to arrive at the grimy downtown club she attends
earlier in the episode to support her husband’s pitiful comedic efforts. She spontaneously takes
the stage and begins to talk about how she was the perfect wife, “I was a great wife. I was fun. I
planned theme nights” (44:02), even stating “Look! I am the same size now that I was at my
wedding.” (45:52) and yet her husband still left her. Her verbal statements show how well she fit
into the patriarchal system and how it still managed to fail her. “Everything I’ve counted on is
gone” (43:25). At the climax of her performance she takes off part of her nightgown and reveals
her breasts to the crowd. (46:30) The removal of her clothes symbolizes the beginning of her
removing the expectations of patriarchal order, while her bare body becomes symbolic of women
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claiming their power. Her body is not there to essentialize gender to a certain form. Her nudity is
a self-assertion of her own form and a reclamation of it as a site of power.
Her body generates its own power because of how she chooses to present it, claim it, and
utilize it—and not just when she is naked. Midge uses her voice, which originates from the body,
as well as how she chooses to dress to present herself showing that her power is not put on her by
the system but rather comes from within her. Early in the first season Midge has trouble with the
law. When she attends a meeting with a lawyer she presents as someone who does not go against
or even remotely wrestle with the systemic order of the things around her. Her overtly feminine
appearance symbolically marks her as an outsider in the grimy legal office but ends up being her
strength.
Within the courtroom scene Midge’s appearance accentuates the way misogyny,
symbolized by the judge and the law, are trying to police Midge back into the patriarchal order.
Kessler, Midge’s lawyer, begins his argument by trying to paint Midge as an upstanding citizen,
by mentioning her marital status, her “two beautiful pre-school aged children”, her education,
and the lengthy list of people willing to vouch for her character. (17:47-18:15) He also says that
this incident will never happen again, when in fact it already has—Midge has been arrested twice
for what she has said and done on stage. The judge brings attention to that and then immediately
asks Midge if her husband is in the courtroom. She tells him that he’s not present and instead is
at work, to which the judge responds in a condescending tone, “Well, this is a serious matter,
little lady” (18:45)” and elaborates that he is surprised her husband is not there to help her deal
with the situation at hand. The judge’s remarks are already deferring power to another male
subject rather than seeing Midge as a wholly self-responsible agent. The judge continues to
comment how Midge is “certainly packaged right” (19:32) but she exists in a time when moral
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culture is slipping and that if she agrees to behave in a way that does not hurt anyone else’s
morality for the rest of her life he will let her off the hook. Midge who vocalizes her frustration,
which ruffles the feathers of the judge, who gives her a harsher sentence as a result of her
outburst. She eventually apologizes for being “irrational” (26:46) and letting her “emotions get
the better” (27:02) of her, explaining, facetiously of course, that “after all, I am a woman”
(27:05), which the judge fully accepts. After her case is closed, he comments how lovely her
dress is (27:58). Midge tells Susie as they are exiting the courtroom that she is going to burn that
dress as soon as she gets home (28:08). Midge’s outfit in this courtroom scene highlights her
social positioning while also helping her realize how she does not appreciate being boxed in and
subordinated. When the dress first enters the episode Midge has no problems with it however as
she is faced with direct policing from the law she comes to hate her outfit. The judge’s comments
on her appearance act as patriarchal approval for her perceived compliance within the social
order. Midge realizes this and comes to hate her outfit as a result. So why does she choose such
feminine presentation?
Though the courtroom is a site of oppression for Midge it also becomes the birthplace for
her and Susie’s pre-show phrase, “Tits up”, which goes on to serve as a reminder of her selfgenerated feminine power. When Midge walks up to the desk in front of the judge Susie
whispers that phrase to her (17:24). Susie whispers it a second time during the course of the trial
(19:23). This phrase can be initially viewed as a way of using a woman’s body to garner favor,
but I would argue that it transforms itself into a powerful phrase of feminine selfhood. “Tits up”
links back to Midge’s earlier self-claiming act of her frontal reveal the first time she was on
stage, so when Susie says it in the courtroom it could be interpreted as a means of personal
empowerment through appearance rather than placation or subordination to the system. Susan
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Bordo writes, “The body—what we eat, how we dress, the daily rituals through which we attend
to the body—is a medium or culture” (Bordo 2240). She goes on to say how female bodies in
particular are subjected to extra scrutiny, pushing women to be more focused on their “selfimprovement” rather than their participation in society (Bordo 2241). Midge’s actions break out
of the pernicious cycle that Bardo outlines. Midge’s onstage reveal marks her first occasion of
really using her voice for personal expression and as a means of pointing out societal flaws. She
is engaging in the larger world and culture, rather than simply focusing on getting her night
cream on after her husband is asleep. “Tits up” becomes a type of power phrase for Midge to
claim her femininity as a source of power rather than a hinderance.
Midge is not meant to be just seen; she is also meant to be heard. Midge’s jokes and the
stories she tells on stage may be particular to her life and her time period, yet the themes she
presents are still relevant in our modern world. Midge takes on household duties, family
dynamics, female sexuality—in brief, she takes on the variety of ways women are limited within
different power structures. She points out the way women are confined in their subordinate
position, but she is not content with letting women stay there. In an episode entitled “Panty
Pose”, Midge goes on tour as the opening act for famous singer Shy Baldwin. It is her first night
at their Vegas venue and she bombs in front of a big crowd that is barely paying attention to her.
As a result, her manager, forces her to perform again right afterwards for a smaller crowd. She
ends up talking about failure and says:
Failure is how we grow. Actually it’s how men grow. It’s how women shrink. Women are
not allowed to fail. And when we finally get an opportunity to do something that isn’t
normally done by our sex, we get one chance. One. How come men fail and people say
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“You gave it the ol’ college try,” but women fail and they say “You gave it the ol’ college
try, but you shouldn’t be in college?” (Season 3, episode 3, 44:23-44:46)
This brief part in her set is still relevant today. Within a patriarchal structure men have power to
experiment and fail, but women are not granted the same privilege. If they are given an
opportunity and fail they are met with misogyny, an enforcing power that tries to push them back
into a subordinate position. Midge’s line about how the response for women is “you shouldn’t be
in college” demonstrates the misogynistic pushback. It calls attention to the reality women face
as well as the ridiculous conventions society has built.
Midge’s content, even the stories she tells about her own life, can be relatable for the
viewers of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel. As Debra Aarons and Marc Mierowsky write in their
article, “The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel as an Alternative History of Stand-up”:
Midge Maisel is a character who appears ahead of her time. That is the premise of the
show. She is a groundbreaker, the first of her kind, an attractive, young female performer,
with no strictures on her tongue and no topic too taboo…From the time she announces on
stage that she is Mrs. Maisel she dresses the part, talks in her own voice, uses her own life
as ex-wife, mother, daughter, bawd, social critic and club comic all in one.
The fictional liberties the show takes allows for femininity and feminism to be curated in a way
that would not have been easy to do in the real-world of 1960s New York City. Writing this
show in the present day allows Midge to be a feminist and gives her a platform to speak. Her
words are not silenced.
Midge’s routines allow the viewer to form a stronger attachment with her and ideally be
more open to the points she is making during her act, that still have relevance to the modern
world. In her book Hooked: Art and Attachment, Rita Felski, talks about how formal aspects of a
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work of art invite audience members to identify with certain aspects of it. She refers to this
phenomenon as “alignment” (94). She clarifies that art cannot make anyone do anything or think
or feel a specific way but it can certainly draw a path towards a particular kind of experience.
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is delivering messages that are more than just for show so they film
the series in such a way that the content more accessible.
The camera work during Midge’s stand-up scenes are aligned to draw the viewer of the
show and Midge’s stand-up set closer together. Whenever she is performing the camera will
often jump around from one viewpoint to another, and for the most part, it mimics the vision and
movement a person in the audience would have. The camera acts like a head or a body,
delivering subjective shots. For example, in Season 2, episode 5, “Midnight at the Concord”, the
opening shots of Midge’s set include the outline of people’s heads, as if the viewer were sitting
at a table in the performance venue (44:40). The camera scans slowly, like a natural pair of eyes.
There is a jump shot to a side view of Midge right afterwards, leveling the camera with someone
standing on the side, they are lower than her since she’s on a stage, capturing a snapshot view
from someone just walking into the room (44:43). And rather than bringing you into the world of
the 1960s per se, Midge’s stand-up scenes are there to bring you into her audience so that you
can pay attention to her comedy. In other words, the camerawork blurs the lines of distinction
between this fictional show and an audience member’s lived reality and puts them on equal
ground in order to mutually benefit one another.
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is a show that centers a woman’s original voice, highlighting
how once it has a space to be heard, can generate power from within. The narrative of this series
echoes the way streaming services are providing space for stories such as this one, with a woman
at the center of it all both in front of and behind the camera. Midge is breaking into the male
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dominated comedy world, but she does not leave her femininity behind, rather she claims it for
herself to become its own source of pride and power. This series, with its many awards and
nominations, similarly illustrates there is a strength in a woman that chooses to be both pretty
and funny.
Followers — Multiplicity and Interconnection
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is a show that centers original voice, quite literally, while
introducing the advantage streaming services offer since they foster the growth of this
“mutation”—a new, female-driven TV series—in the televisual ecosystem. The next show I’ve
chosen is set in a radically different era and place than 1960s New York City. It takes place in
contemporary Tokyo. This show, Followers, is like The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel because it
bolsters original voice, but it also adeptly captures another main affordance of streaming
services—multiplicity and interconnection. The content of the show has several storylines that
develop thanks to the character’s interactions through art and technology, assisting each in
achieving the life they want even though it means living outside of cultural convention. On top
of that, Followers valorizes feminine expression through its entire aesthetic, but in a way that is
visually very different than from how Midge presents femininity. By putting these shows in this
larger analysis I’m showing how many depictions of womanhood can exist not only within one
streaming platform or country but rather on a global scale through various streaming services,
and how as a result, women all over the world can connect and empower one another with new
visions of possibility.
Followers, Netflix’s first live-action original series that is a scripted drama, (vodzilla.co)
that mainly follows two women from different generations as they and their friends pursue their
unconventional dreams. Throughout the show their lives intersect, propelling one another in
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small and meaningful ways to continue walking their own path. It is a one-season, nine-episode
show that aired in 2020. The two central characters are 40-year-old Limi Nara, a prominent
fashion and commercial photographer who is single but wants to have a baby while maintaining
her full-fledged career, and 20-something Natsume Hyakuta who wants to become an actress, but
is close to being dropped by her agency since she cannot book any roles other than dead
schoolgirls. Over the course of the series, we witness the way that these central characters and
their social circles develop, in large part because of their interactions with one another.
Followers’ central characters of as well as their close-knit group of friends live
unconventional lives by global hetero-patriarchal standards. There are women focused on their
careers unwilling to sacrifice their goals to follow domestic convention, creative women who are
sick of succumbing to the societal expectations they encounter, queer individuals, men who play
the supporting role, and in general people striving to make their voice heard. The multiplicity of
narratives, coupled with the series’ feminine aesthetic, propels the characters’ development
forward while simultaneously revealing the affordances and strength of streaming platforms. The
show narrative is not trying to flip gender dynamics, making women the predators and men their
prey, but rather it is showing how limitations for women both in society and in media can be
transcended through artistic and technological interconnectivity, therefore encouraging a variety
of narratives to flourish. The show ends with the note that in a more diverse environment,
everyone benefits.
Empowering women in media needs to take on its own approach to achieve change, not
just flip roles, such as when female bodies take on roles rooted in a type of toxic masculinity. As
Audre Lorde points out in her famous speech turned essay: “the master’s tools cannot dismantle
the master’s house”, by which she means that we cannot repeat the same patterns with different
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people if we want to see real change. New means must be offered up. Followers exemplifies how
representing multiple visions of womanhood that move beyond the typical restraints of societal
expectation leads to the reclamation of power for women that is self-generated and unashamed to
be feminine.
The show’s characters include both men and women but the main storylines concern
women. The various episodes highlight their untraditional experiences and their points of view as
they reckon with living how they want, which frequently means living outside of societal
dictates. Though the audience is given insight into moments of some of the male characters’
individual lives, those moments connect back to and support the goals the women are ultimately
driving and trying to achieve. In many ways, the show centers on creation: the creation of
another human being, creating a career, creating a new type of family, creating a new persona,
creating a new agency, creating new relationships, creating content, and creating oneself.
Followers is about women and many things that are socially considered feminine, including the
series’ aesthetic choices.
Followers’ feminine aesthetics thread everything together from start to finish, building a
web of interconnection between the characters, echoing the structure of streaming platforms’
braided environment. In many ways the show uses social networks and other media making
technologies to create a Deleuzian rhizomatic structure for female creativity. Deleuze and
Guttari’s definition of a rhizome, summarized by Adrian Parr and Felicity J. Colman, is basically
an interconnected web that breaks down binary thinking and structures, providing for all sorts of
new connections that open up possibility. They describe the rhizome as anti-genealogy because
they view history as a limiting power structure. I would agree that when history becomes a tool
of the patriarchy to enable power for men by limiting power for women it is harmful. However,
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as Gilbert and Gubar pointed out in their work, connecting to a creative ancestry—and I would
add a creative present—expands a female creator’s notion of possibility rather than confining it.
As Caroline Levine writes of networks: “…[W]e can understand networks as distinct forms—as
defined patterns of interconnection and exchange that organize social and aesthetic
experience…And an attention to the patterns governing networks will allow us to think in newly
rigorous ways about power and social experience.” (Levine 113). Followers demonstrates how
one woman’s creative individuation can connect to and spark others’ personal journeys. Though
many forms of art and connection occur in the creative network of the show, the main tools that
aid and challenge women in their growth are photography and social media, illustrating how so
technology, and in particular visual media, play a role in shaping women’s lives. Within this
rhizomatic exchange everyone benefits, even those who are not women.
In the first episode these technologies—photography and social media—create a
connection between the two central characters, generating a feminist perspective and the
utilization of a female inheritance. Natsume, the younger lead, is called to be a stand-in for a
model so that the scene and lighting can be established before the real model and photographer
step in (31:58). While she is doing her job the male director starts belittling her. He tells her that
anyone could do her job (33:29), calls her dumb for not knowing what stage left means (32:32),
and rudely says that nobody is really looking at her (33:08). During this time Limi, the older
lead, comes in, since she is the photographer for the ad that is being prepared, and notices that
the Natsume’s demeanor is changing as the director continues to berate her in a casually
persistent way. Rather than smiling for the director, Natsume gets angry, looks at the director,
and aggressively takes a bite out of the chocolate bar that the ad will be centered around (33:42).
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The director is so shocked that he says nothing, but Limi notices this moment and snaps a few
photos of Natsume (33:44).
This chocolate ad scene is a powerful feminist moment because it revolves around
women looking in ways that defy the patterns of classic western cinema. Linda William’s
chapter “When the Woman Looks” examines representations of women in American horror
cinema, she presents some notable thoughts around looking that can be applied to this scene—as
well as copious other moments in Followers. Williams addresses that women are taught to look
away as spectators and conditioned to hardly ever gaze directly at the camera within cinematic
productions so that the “actual” spectators—men—can comfortably gaze at them. Male viewers,
both in the theater and in the film world, can engage in voyeurism without bearing the
responsibility of actual connection that can come from looking at someone in real life. When
Natsume decides to unleash her angered gaze directly on the director it flips their power
dynamic. Natsume holds the power, even if it is only for a moment. Limi has her own power that
she brings to the scenario, not just because of her fame, but because she is unafraid to look at a
woman looking. She immediately picks up her camera to capture a few photos before the
moment disappear. When Limi takes her photos it is a head-on close up showing the audience
that Limi is unafraid of looking, but it also briefly sparks the audience to wonder if they are the
ones being looked at. Followers wants its viewers to pay attention to when women look as well
as how they are looked it.
A network of interconnection is required to bolster women on their creative paths. Limi
establishes this necessary link when she posts the photo she took of Natsume on her Instagram
account and tags her. As a result, Natsume’s photo goes viral and she gains a few thousand
followers, including Limi Nara, from the exposure on social media. From that point onwards
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Natsume’s career launches off while Limi begins her search for someone willing to provide what
she needs to have a baby, both of which are in some parts facilitated by the interconnectivity of
these characters and their social networks. Limi’s friends boost Natsume’s image, while Natsume
and her friends spark Limi’s courage to pursue having a child by herself. Their stories are not the
only ones that spark and progress thanks to technology and networks, further illustrating how
connection can facilitate individuation.
Along with having connection to a female inheritance, it is important to have multiple
narratives to draw from in order to expand the notion of womanhood. Followers has many
secondary characters who feel societal pressure to behavior or look a certain way, until they find
a way to break free from patriarchal prescriptions. One such character is a singer named Sayo
who gets berated online for getting too much—or not enough—plastic surgery, which weighs on
her career and her personal wellbeing. Episode 2, “Login”, includes the online comments from
her posts: “She’s deteriorating rapidly. Lol” (21:27) “Did she get a chin job? Is that fake too?”
(21:29). Her manager tries to reassure her while Sayo reads the comments, but it doesn’t
eliminate the hurt she feels from these online remarks. Sayo’s career starts to spiral out of control
until she chooses to re-establish herself as a virtual singer, thus eliminating what Faye Dudden
refers to as “the body problem”, which is society’s reaction to the reality of a woman’s body on
stage and the patriarchal reaction to either police or overly-sexualize their bodies. Sayo chooses
to leave her agency and have her female agent become her sole manager (episode 8, 33:17). This
female duo works together to create a virtual avatar for Sayo to use rather than having her own
body be under constant scrutiny. By engaging with a technological network to create a new
version of herself that sprouted from her own terms, Sayo eliminates “the body problem” while
still letting her voice, literally and figuratively, shine through.
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Technology does not just serve as a way of eliminating the body, it also acts as a tool to
center it in the series. The first part of the series follows Natsume as she is launched into the
world of modeling, a profession that is all about the body, but for Natsume it does not satisfy her.
Natsume goes viral because of a photo that distilled her personal power, but as she starts to
model and become an influencer she loses control of the narrative. She becomes someone that is
looked at rather than someone who does the looking. Being just a body on a screen is not what
her goal was. She wants to be an actress. She wants to have a voice and say something.
Natsume’s next move draws attention to the way internet driven tv, like streaming
services, can connect women created contented to much larger spheres. Her desire to be an
actress eventually inspires her to make a short film with her boyfriend. You see a portion of the
film at the beginning of episode eight. The short film features a lot of close-ups on Natsume’s
face, sometimes head-on, other times at an angle, but each shot has an emphasis on her wideopen eyes. These shots illustrate that she is back in control of her narrative; her looking has
regained its power. She is no longer an object to be looked at, like she felt as a model. Once the
project is finished Natsume is inspired to post the short film on YouTube. Uploading her work
into that digital network not only gives more people access to view it, but it also shows how a
digital network can connect stories that can open new avenues. The short film gets so much
attention that Natsume’s acting career truly begins to take off. In taking control of her
presentation through the camera, and engaging in a larger technological network, it allows
Natsume to fully blossom into who she wants to be. She claims her voice and regain access to
her own gaze.
Visual social networks like Youtube and Instagram play key roles in Followers—hence
the title—and launches not only Natsume’s notoriety and career but also her friend Sunny’s
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artworks, reminding us that visual digital networks—streaming services included—nurture
multiple versions of womanhood and the larger female inheritance. Sunny is a queer character
that ends up winning the “Woman of the Year” award, which is a ceremony that bookends the
whole series, with Limi Nara winning that award at the beginning of the show. These networks
facilitate individual expression as well as connection to other unique and inspiring woman
walking their own paths. As these individuals connect with one another they claim the power to
live out their unique dreams. Their passions and choices are not the same, but their community of
difference gives one another strength to be the fullest version of themselves.
Looking at what Instagram and Youtube provide the characters in Followers, an
analogous connection can be made between streaming services and women in the filmmaking
industry. Netflix and other streaming platforms offer a greater ability to connect with other
women’s creative work by providing a space for their unique stories to be told. Netflix is scoping
out original series, like Followers, while also providing avenues for a show like this to cross
national boundaries. The show illustrates when the focus is on having lots of followers and
working to please them rather than pleasing oneself, it suffocates the characters. Only when they
are using these networks and opportunities to strengthen their personal expression does it
become a useful tool. Plus, the series reveals that having multiple stories and versions of success
and femininity and womanhood helps create a more vibrant social ecosystem where woman can
thrive according to what they want rather than what might be allotted to them in a patriarchy.
The main creator of the series, Mika Ninagawa is highly aware of limitations, particularly
those that women face in Japanese society; she uses her distinct voice and style to engage with
and surmount those barriers. Speaking of one of Ningawa’s earlier films Helter Skelter (2012),
Rie Karatsu writes while quoting an interview with the director that was written by Yoko
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Kikuchi “[Ninagawa] negotiates gender identities through a self-referential cinematic device…
[Ninagawa] told an interviewer: ‘When I direct a film, being a woman becomes the most
important part of my identity. In my view, the filmmaker should reveal everything, including
her/his own act of exhausting desire.’ (Kikuchi 44)." (Karatsu) Though Karatsu is only looking
at Ninagawa’s work Helter Skelter, this quote also applies, if not more so, to the show Followers
because one of the central characters is largely based off Ninagawa herself. A prominent fashion
and ad photographer Ninagawa had her first child, sans partner, at the age of 40. On top of that,
the show is stamped with her signature aesthetic style, which emerged in the mid-nineties and is
referred to as the “girly photo" movement.
The Girly/Girlie Photo movement provides a feminine view of the world, immersing its
audience in a woman’s perspective. The movement was characterized by a wave of teenage girls
taking up photography, due to the increase of portable cameras and places to print photos, their
subject matter usually capturing everyday objects and moments of life. In her article "Unraveling
Visions: Women’s Photography in Recessionary Japan”, Gabriella Lukacs argues that male
critics of this movement projected their ideas onto their work, mostly about glamorizing a
previous high time in Japan’s economy, rather than looking at the work of the female artists for
what it was: an expansion of selfhood. Photography is an ideal medium to begin claiming one’s
subjectivity, especially for women in Japan because it bridges the public and private worlds. The
public space tends to be designated to men while the private is allotted to women. Cameras
allowed women to capture the intimate parts of their world and themselves and then show that in
a public setting thus asserting their power beyond roles and spaces that had been limited to
previously.
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Ninagawa is one of the most prominent photographers to have risen from this movement
and her commitment to her own voice and aesthetic bolsters other women, as is depicted in the
show Followers, and illustrates that one woman’s personal and creative rise can inspire other
women, showing the power a female inheritance offers. Ninagawa’s willingness to make the
private and personal public and available for engagement is powerful, especially for women. In
her article, “Japanese Contemporary Photography: Re-discovering Female Identity”, Rossella
Menegazzo writes:
Many other photographers cast their investigatory eye over society, its strident
contrasts, little things, the cracks in life. Their [—Ninagawa and other prominent
photographers from the Girlie Movement—] essential output proves that this
is more than the passing trend mooted when the girlies first arrived on the scene.
Rather it’s a new awareness of womanhood, expressed at least in part through the
medium of photography, and the most consistent of our times.
Though Menegazzo is focused on photography, the Girly aesthetic that Ninagawa is known for
has made its mark on her subsequent forays into filmmaking. She is aware of womanhood and
Followers centers that vision. The colorful, saturated aesthetic continuity throughout the series
the point of the view the audience is seeing is a feminine one. Through the lens of all these colors
and clothes and vibrant prints and patterns the audience not only sees the beauty of the
character’s lives but also sees it through the “girly” point of view. The viewers are seeing new
narratives but are also being invited to see differently.
From a visual standpoint the whole series is awash in Ninagawa’s fluorescent and
colorful style. Hearkening to the conversation of multiple film feminist theories entitled,
“Women and Film: A Discussion of Feminist Aesthetics” they grapple with women making
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feminist cinema in a world that has made women on screen a spectacle and have not considered
women as members of the audience. They converse about how to demonstrate a female aesthetic
without falling into the same traps that so many Western narrative films fall into. Though they
consider certain aspects of psychoanalysis as a potential guide, I think Ninagawa offers up
another promising answer with her dynamic style. By engaging in hyper-spectacle throughout
the series with ultra-chromatic tones throughout all levels of production, it shifts the visual
experience for the audience to a level that shocks them out of easy voyeuristic pleasure that
Laura Mulvey describes. The fluorescent nature of the show is stimulating, like a candy buffet
for your eyes, but it is an aesthetic that draws attention to the female characters’ experience in
the world, much like a UV light can highlight dusted fingerprints.
An early standout scene that illustrates this is in the first episode in a park full of cherry
blossoms (20:30-24:37). This moment establishes the disparity of the lives of the central
characters as well as their unfulfilled wishes. The scene takes place at night with lamplights
throughout the park creating a hyperreal glow on everything accentuating the pink color of the
blossoms as well as Natsume’s florescent outfit and Limi’s blonde hair. Limi encounters a lost
child while taking photos of the vibrant blossoms. Natsume posts a photo of the cherry blossoms
while mulling over the disappointing state of her career. Both women are wishing in this
moment, wishing for a future that is not their present reality, and a reality that does not seem
readily available to them because of how society is structured. Cherry blossoms—which the
show’s creator Ninagawa photographs yearly—act as a hyper feminine backdrop with its
fluorescent pink as well as a metaphor for the dreams of motherhood for Limi and having a
meaningful acting career for Natsume. They want their lives to be in full bloom, and as the series
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unfolds, both women attain their ultimate goals—though not without a few detours along the
way.
In conclusion, Followers is a women-created, women-centric, non-western show that
illustrates the importance of a woman’s look as well as a technological network for women to
creatively draw upon. It shows that a space for original production, on a woman’s terms not the
terms of the industries or cultures she is steeped in, is valuable for individual females to be
satisfied in their own lives. Additionally, when women connect to, and draw upon other
women’s stories and creations they forge a mutual inheritance for one another that can inspire
them to live how they want. One of the phrases the show closes on is “Walk your own path and
let the people talk.” Streaming services are open country that is providing the space for women
to walk how and where they want, which is, in my opinion, worthy of the conversation.
The OA — Archive
Streaming has opened avenues of access to the varied series I’ve already looked at, both
of which center women and femininity, though they go about it in wildly different ways. And
even though their settings and time periods are thematically and visually dissimilar, the
characters in both stories face issues because of patriarchal traditions and patterns of thinking
entrenched around them. This third show, The OA, is also a Netflix original production first aired
in 2016, which narratively combats the poison of patriarchy, like the other two shows, but once
again in its own unique way. This series has two seasons, with eight episodes in each season, and
provides is yet another variation of womanhood and femininity. Within its sci-fi setting of
multiple dimensions, it centers feminine-coded attributes such as empathy and connection as the
answer to dismantling toxic masculinity.
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Though The OA touches on the importance of original voice and interconnection between
female artists, it ultimately typifies how the archival nature of streaming services is a vital aspect
in retaining momentum for women in the film and television industry to forever break free of
previous limitations. Streaming platforms are expanding the representation of women in media
because they embrace originality, provide a space for multiple narratives to exist side by side and
potentially connect, while also creating an archive of these works so the innovation of women
isn’t erased. When all these affordances work together it creates a female inheritance that can
empower women in the future as well as in the present day.
The premise of The OA in the simplest terms follows a woman in her struggle against an
evil scientist through different parts of the multiverse, all the while growing in her power and
consciousness over who she is—the Original Angel—and what she can do. She is invested in
saving others which causes her to create allies within every dimension or universe that she finds
although her main objective in every dimension is saving a group of people she cares about
including several teenage boys who, as Marling puts in an op-ed she wrote for the New York
Times, “face their own kind of captivity: growing up inside the increasingly toxic obligations of
American manhood” (Marling). In partnering with the OA, the boys are able to help each other
out to rise to a higher, freer level of being thanks to their connection to feminine-coded traits
such as empathy, compassion, and nurturing.
The OA reveals the ways streaming platforms have been primed to become a type of
female endowment. Netflix’s decision to create content marks a distinct shift in their business
approach that truly began to set them apart from rental services and traditional broadcast
television (McDonald). Since House of Cards, Netflix has offered to its subscribers what seems
like an endless supply of original movies and series and in order to create this seemingly infinite
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catalog they need more creators. Though the conditions are radically different this situation could
draw to mind World War II when women began working in factories, farms, and other maledominated industries. When the demand is high enough companies, are willing to let workers in
that they may not have initially thought of in order to maintain their capital, thus hurdling over
some of the barriers that have limited female creators for so long.
Additionally, Netflix’s foray into original content occurred at a time when there was a
surge of social movements that have in part, lead to the recognition that the mainstream
American cinematic industry needs more equitable representation. Many of these social
conditions may have spurred Netflix to partner with USC’s Annenberg Inclusion Initiative to get
data on the type of characters and stories they are creating and promoting (Sun). The Annenberg
Inclusion Initiative has looked at what is being presented on the screen as well as who
participated and how in creating the show itself. For example, across the top grossing film
studios they will look at how many female directors or cinematographers there are, as well as
other facets of identity like race and disability. Though this could be seen as just a public
relations move, the fact remains that Netflix has agreed to give The Annenberg Inclusion
Initiative their data for years to come which will keep them accountable to the public in some
regards to create content that reflects the diversity and capability of the whole human race.
These commitments and circumstances have opened a door for more female created
content with complex and exciting female characters that do not always fall into the same tropes.
This era has even been referred to by some as “the golden era” of TV and film production for
women (Perkins). On top of that, women can help other women in and out of the industry by
creating a place for the female inheritance that Gilbert and Gubar talked about. Streaming
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services allow both creators and viewers to draw upon this endowment for different purposes that
will aide them in claiming their own voices better.
Eager to expand the representations of women on screen, the creator of The OA, Brit
Marling, a well-known figure in the independent cinema world, discusses the events that inspired
her to create The OA in her New York Times op-ed entitled, “I Don’t Want to Be a Strong
Female Lead”. In the beginning of the article she expresses her sadness over the roles she kept
auditioning for as an actress. They were reductive and overly simple. When she tried finding
narratives of powerful women rather than ones that were lacking personality and altogether
unrealistic, she was still disappointed with the results she found. Many of these powerful women
are undone by the ends of their narrative. Marling writes:
Even the spirited Antigone, the brave Joan of Arc and the unfettered Thelma and Louise
meet tragic ends in large part because they are spirited, brave and unfettered. They can defy
kings, refuse beauty and defend themselves against violence. But it’s challenging for a
writer to imagine a world in which such free women can exist without brutal
consequences.”
She goes on in her op-ed to talk about how she realized during the preparation for a role
described as a “strong female lead”, it meant taking on the typical characteristics of a male action
hero, where femininity is silenced and the body becomes a violent weapon, which isn’t the kind
of role she wanted. She wanted to demonstrate strengths that are typically coded as feminine,
such as listening or being empathetic, in the characters she portrayed. She writes: “When we kill
women in our stories, we are not just annihilating female gendered bodies. We are annihilating
the feminine as a force wherever it resides — in women, in men, of the natural world.” Around
this same time she was reading Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower which is about a girl
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whose strength lies beyond her body and her powers are rooted in “hyper-empathy”. With that
story as a guide she turned to sci-fi and eventually wrote The OA.
In many respects, The OA is a story that is deeply woven into and results from a female
inheritance that Marling was able to discover in literature before then translating her ideas into
cinematic form. Marling drew inspiration and energy from the literary female inheritance from
works like Butler’s Parable of the Sower, along with other non-sci-fi stories, in order to create
the television series The OA. Netflix allowed her and her creative partner, Zal Batmanglij, to
express a different type of protagonist than the one that had been—quite literally at times—
scripted out for her. Netflix extended them an invitation to tell a unique story that differed from
mainstream representations of gender and femininity, thus planting an important seed in the field
of cinematic female inheritance for audiences and other creators.
The character of the OA facilitates change and connection by telling her story to this
group of individuals she chooses. She narrates her life, using her voice to tell what has happened
to her forming not only relationships with other characters but also between her and the audience
easily facilitating the viewer’s investment in her story. By sharing her story and cultivating her
power that is rooted in feminine-coded traits with the five people she recruits in the first season,
they move forward along a journey of healing and change. Additionally, the people watching the
show are welcomed to come along, by abandoning practices and mindsets dictated by toxic
masculinity or a patriarchal order and instead embrace the value of femininity.
A poignant scene that illustrates the struggle of toxic masculinity and the way the OA’s
feminine-coded traits meet that challenge is in the seventh episode of the first season. One of the
five boys she’s befriended, Steve, is being taken away to a military style reform school after his
parents discover he punched a kid at school in the throat out of anger. He has a history of
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violence and lashing out, but has been slowly changing as he spends time with the OA, however
as he narrowly escapes reform school and reconnects with her he reverts back to his old ways
and verbally lashes out at her. The OA goes to give him a hug to both acknowledge his pain and
to try and calm him down, during which he stabs her in the leg with a pencil (37:10). She does
not let go of Steve which surprises him and spurs him to ask how she managed to get through the
challenging years she spent as a prisoner by the obsessed scientist. She tells him “I survived
because I wasn’t alone” (37:54). The OA emphasizes connection, empathy, and compassion
when confronted by Steve’s traditionally masculine and toxic behaviors of verbal and physical
violence, and a reluctance to express his true emotional pain. By using these feminine qualities
she’s able to help Steve grow in this scene and in the entire series.
The OA tells a powerful story while also pointing to the affordance of the distribution
form, streaming, becoming a type of female endowment. This particular show also shows how
female narratives run up against and respond to limiting aspects of these companies. The OA,
was canceled after two seasons, the second of which ended on a cliff hanger. There are many
possible factors that could have lead to this outcome but cost was certainly a big factor, with
some saying that it was costing more to make than it was bringing in (Archbold). In an interview
with Radio Times, actor Jason Isaacs mentioned how some of the Netflix team they had been
working with were sad to end the show but that their higher ups had made the final call. In his
interview Isaacs remarks that viewership was not an issue for the show—there was an avid
fanbase with someone even going on a hunger strike after the announcement of the show’s
cancellation. In a more traditional broadcast setting viewership is what typically has the most
sway as to whether a show gets another season or not, but Netflix is not driven by the same
metrics. Isaacs mentions that Netflix is more interested in doing what it can to garner new
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subscribers than necessarily keep the current ones happy—which they still manage to do because
there are so many shows to distract viewers with even if their disgruntled about one of their
favorites getting canceled.
Streaming services house a lot of shows and films. They do this attract new customers
and constantly entertain current ones. As an inadvertent result, streaming platforms become an
archive, even though their primary intent is not to preserve a part of history or promote aspects of
cinema that might be forgotten without it, but rather to provide their actual and potential
audiences with a wide range of content watching options. They want audiences to be enticed to
pay for a subscription, keep paying, or simply spend more time on the platform. Their agenda is
not the same as an archive’s agenda. However, providing a wide swath of viewing options
creates a type of library or network of shows that can allow viewers to link performances with
one another through entrance flow tactics employed by these platforms.
The detailed structure of streaming platforms, and Netflix in particular, invites people to
keep watching. In her book Netflix and the Re-Invention of Television, Marieke Jenner talks
about Netflix’s formatting and how its interface is constructed for people to get caught up in one
type of viewing flow or another. Hearkening back to Raymond James, flow is when content
begins to blur together in a type of continuous form. Netflix specifically creates the conditions
for what are called entrance flow and insulated flow (Jenner). The latter is in line with the bingewatching format we are all familiar with. Netflix purposefully begins the next episode in a series
before one can finish watching all the credits. The “Are you still watching?” screen is a brief
interruption to this flow, but even then its formatting is subdued and easily allows the viewer to
slip back into their viewing rhythm. Entrance flow is the suggestions for similar shows that play
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at the end of a series or film. The “more like this” tab is also part of entrance flow since it is
basically a wide open invitation to spend more time on the interface.
These formal flow elements of Netflix can serve as the hole Alice falls down in order to
get into Wonderland. Audiences can, without much effort, find their way into narratives and
productions that present expansive narratives. Watching a new show that has just been released
may lead them to another program that is a few years old but is equally valuable for that person
to experience in their worldview. Accessing an actual archive may not be an easy or desirable
option for the general public but through platforms like Netflix, viewers can see more types of
women on screen. Visual representation, especially an abundance of it, can lead people to feel
more empowered in their personal lives and/or their ability to work in the industry so when the
access to these narratives becomes easy to connect to, more power can be distributed to those
who have been left out of the mainstream media for so long.
The digital nature of streaming platforms also assists in their functioning as an archive.
They do not have the same concerns that archives that house material goods might. These
platforms do not require people to be in a certain place—other than a place with wifi—in order
to connect with what they offer. They do not need patrons to wear gloves or shuffle through
boxes. At most someone might have to use a remote to spell out what they are looking for in the
search bar. Netflix also rotates what is available continually mixing up what the platform allows
increases the amount of stories that are circulated which to an extent keeps it from developing a
specific canon and falling into the same traps Hollywood fell into. But what does any of this
have to do with women making movies or television? As previously mentioned, the addition or
rotation of material can be a means of resisting the solidification of a dominant narrative, but it
most importantly preserves the accessibility of unique films and series that valorize multiple
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forms of womanhood and femininity. For example, even though the show was canceled and The
OA was not finished, what it did manage to accomplish still exists on the platform, available for
people to watch whenever and wherever. The show lives on and gets suggested on the “More
Like This” tab. Viewers present and future can watch the show and engage with a story where
femininity is the strength. Because the show remains on the platform it perpetually exists as part
of the female inheritance streaming services build.
A show like Netflix’s The OA illustrates the strengths and weaknesses that exist within
streaming platforms when it comes to female creations that expand the types of representation of
female characters. Even though the show got canceled it is able to live on after its “death”
because it exists in the archive of the platform. While it “lived” it was able to tell a story that
celebrates femininity while also revealing the dangers of toxic masculinity. Just because the
project is no continuing does not mean it cannot be used to entice, distract, or be remembered by
current or future subscribers of the platform. Who knows, it might even be possible for this story
to be resurrected. At least that is what Brit Marling seems to insinuate when on her Instagram
feed she posted a picture with the caption, “For all the true blue OA fans—we love you, we see
you. And we promise that one way or another we will find a way to keep telling that
story…YCFM” dated August 13, 2021. The YCFM is an abbreviation of “You come find me”
which are some of the last words in the second season of The OA. Regardless of whether it does
get rebooted or not, this post is an invitation, in part, to seek out a female network in order to
find liberation and solutions for the problems we face.
Whatever way things unfold let us hope that the film industry can hang onto what has
been gained through streaming platforms—an easily accessible cinematic library of sorts that
opens up new possibilities for expression. A female inheritance that can combat “the anxiety of
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authorship” that literary theorists, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar saw the need for amongst
19th century female writers. Netflix and the other platforms like it are becoming a place where
important and progressive stories can be told. Marling finishes her New York Times op-ed by
saying: “Excavating, teaching and celebrating the feminine through stories is, inside our climate
emergency, a matter of human survival. The moment we start imagining a new world and
sharing it with one another through story is the moment that new world may actually come”.
Conclusion
These shows are all disparate. They do not relate in genre, plot, or who created them, but
all of them valorize attributes that are socially defined as femininity. They empower their central
characters through appearance, empathy, narrative development, and most importantly through
their voices—both literally and through their artistic endeavors. Each of these shows also
illustrates how some of the prominent aspects of streaming services can empower female
creators and their stories.
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel uses Midge’s appearance and stand up performances to shift
power away from the patriarchal system, back into the hands of the female main character.
Midge performs the role expected of a 1950s housewife and daughter perfectly but ultimately the
system does not value her back, so when her husband leaves her and she stumbles into stand-up
she decides to claim her voice and start creating a different reality for herself, as well as those
around her. Midge’s hyper feminine appearance, which may initially be assumed to have been a
result of societal expectations, becomes a form of personal empowerment for her—turning the
phrase “tits up” into her pre-show cheer—because she dictates and solely owns the presentation
of herself. And when the detrimental power structures start impinging on her life she uses her
time on stage to draw attention to these systemic issues and show how laughable they truly are.
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On top of these moments, the camerawork easily aligns the viewer of the show with an audience
member of Midge’s monologues, relating her social critique to the present despite her delivering
it in a fictional tale. Midge’s unique narrative rising up in a world that is based on real world
history, shows us how original content on streaming services can sprout new ideas of what is
possible in the real world. The flowering of the marvelous Mrs. Maisel creates more space for
those around her to live more uniquely and freely, just as the space for original productions
created by streaming platforms creates more opportunities for a variety of new and trailblazing
stories.
The Japanese-made Netflix original series Followers builds off of creator and director
Mika Ninagawa’s signature “girly photo” aesthetic, her own unique life experiences as a single
woman journeying into motherhood, and the social networks of real life friends and digital
media, in order to centralize and empower female individuation. The narrative journey
undertaken by the central characters, Limi and Natsume, shows them struggling within and
against traditional narratives until they finally are able to transcend these restrictions in order to
accomplish their personal goals on their own terms. They are able to advance in their journeys
thanks to connection and support that occurs through their social media accounts as well as
through their real life friend circles. As each character’s story unfolds the whole series is
thoroughly steeped in Ninagawa’s signature style of hyper-pigmented, hyper-saturated color
where the subject matter is frequently focused on the everyday, rather ordinary aspects of these
women’s lives, further valorizing a feminine outlook that does not subscribe and perpetuate
patriarchal expectation. The digital interconnectedness of its characters—primarily through
Instagram, but also through YouTube—shows the value that a female inheritance can provide.

46
The interweaving of female creators and their work echoes the format of streaming platforms
where suggestions of similar works or collections of female creators are only a few clicks away.
The final show I analyzed was another Netflix Original, The OA, a sci-fi multidimensional tale that challenged toxic masculinity by creating a central character whose power
lay in her feminine qualities of empathy and compassion rather than destructive force of a strong
body. I looked at the show’s creation and how its creators Brit Marling and Zal Batmanglij—
particularly the former—wanted to create a show that could illustrate a different form of
feminine strength, one that was not rooted in masculinity presented on a female body. This series
highlights the strength of streaming platforms by showing how they create an archive for shows.
Though this particular series was canceled before it completed its narrative arc viewers can still
access this show and engage with its content for as long as it remains on the platform.
The form of streaming services—a network that connects present to past while also
creating opportunities for the future to grow, is powerful because it creates connection as well as
more space for diverse stories to exist simultaneously—not in competition with each other but
rather in a symbiotic ecosystem of media. Literary theorists Gilbert and Gubar argued in The
Madwoman in the Attic that women suffer both in their actual lives and in their creative work
under a patriarchal structure, but that they can break free of narrative and societal bounds and
therefore create a new version of a lived reality, if they connect with other female creators and
stories. In other words, if female creators tap into a female inheritance they will have an easier
time tapping into the strength of their unique voices. Streaming platforms are archives as well as
sites of original production, which hold the strong possibility of not only preserving femalecreated productions from being erased or forgotten, but it also allows older works to stay in
conversation with modern times and productions. Audiences are also at liberty to view multiple
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shows at once, expanding their notions of womanhood and femininity by engaging with diverse
interpretations simultaneously.
Even though I have explored some of the noble affordances of streaming services I have
not taken the time to address the challenges they also introduce. Algorithms, environmental
impact, and access to global content are a few of the topics I would have loved to explore, but
did not fit in the scope of this paper. Streaming services are not perfect and attention should be
paid to what they afford in both positive and negative ways and I hope to see these qualities
addressed as technology continues to advance.
Though this thesis examined the way women have benefitted from this model, the
principles are transferrable to other forms of identity, particularly marginalized ones that are
consistently othered, erased, or put in a subordinate position. As creatives and companies
continue to produce new forms, ranging from the shows and films they create to the mechanisms
that distribute them, they should be mindful of the way power is constructed and facilitated
through their creations. It is impossible to say how the form of television will look in the future,
but what is worth keeping in mind are the gains that the streaming era of television has afforded
in terms of gender. Both the content of the form and the form of the content have revealed how
valuable connection to other worlds of possibility fashioned by, about, and for women can be for
their individuation.
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